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MEASURING AND TRACKING HISTORICAL TRENDS in water quality

has always been a daunting task for park managers. More daunting 

is the management of problems when they are discovered, because

almost all park water quality problems are caused by external

sources. Parks are faced with a wide array of pollutants emanating

from sources typically outside park boundaries. Nutrient and 

metal-laden runoff from development, agriculture, and mining 

activities threatens many park aquatic systems with basic changes in 

chemical and biological structure. Pollution from atmospheric depo-

sition of mercury is being biomagnified through the wetlands of the

Everglades as well as in the many northeastern and midwestern parks.

Though the ultimate solution to many of our water pollution

problems may be many years in the future, two major program devel-

opments during the last five years, the Government Performance and

Results Act and the Natural Resource Challenge, have enabled the

National Park Service (NPS) to begin to assess the magnitude of

water quality problems. Current goals established by the Department

of the Interior (DOI) require that bureaus track and report on waters

that are meeting Clean Water Act water quality standards. Through

the Natural Resource Challenge, $3.1 million has been dedicated to

water quality monitoring in parks to identify and monitor water qual-

ity problems and issues as resolutions of them are implemented.

To facilitate tracking and reporting for the DOI and NPS strategic

plans the Water Resources Division has constructed a Service-wide

database entitled “Waterbody Designated Uses and Impairments,”

which contains the results of park-specific inventories of surface-

water hydrography and water quality impairments. The inventory is

based on the U.S. Geological Survey 1:100,000 and 1:24,000 scale

National Hydrography Dataset, a comprehensive set of digital spatial

data representing surface water features. The Water Resources

Division uses this framework to house the water quality impairment

portion of the water resources inventory. Section 303(d) of the 

Clean Water Act is currently the criterion for defining water quality

impairments in the inventory. This portion of the act requires states

to publicly identify waters that do not meet water quality standards.

Essentially, water is deemed to be in violation of water quality

standards or “impaired” when any narrative or numeric criteria are

exceeded or when designated uses are shown to be adversely affected

by human activities. Common designated uses of water include 

recreation, aquatic life (including fisheries), public water supplies,

and industrial and agricultural activities.

Based on the estimates developed by the Water Resources

Division, the National Park Service manages (within the boundaries

of the 342 units currently tracked) about 138,000 miles (222,042 km)

of rivers and streams, and about 5,000,000 acres (2,025,000 ha) of

lakes, reservoirs, estuaries, and marine areas. Of these, 118 park units

have one or more water bodies that do not meet state water quality
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Nutrient and metal-laden runoff from develop-
ment, agriculture, and mining activities threatens
many park aquatic systems with basic changes in
chemical and biological structure.
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